Emotional Architecture under Modernism
Background
After the Renaissance（Figure 1）, Rococo and other movements emphasized the artistic
value and beauty of architecture, modernism was not surprisingly standing on the opposite
side of them, putting forward a completely different concept: the essence of the house is not
beauty but practicality.1 With the emergence of the Bauhaus, Gropius, Mies van der Rohe
and Le Corbusier put forward the concept of "form follows function" and "less is more".
Ever since, functionalism and rationalism began to prevail. According to de botton, the
modernist master Le Corbusier mentioned that the future houses should be simple, clean,
professional and cheap. He called Rome “the city of horrors”, and regarded the intricate
Baroque details, frescoes and sculptures as a cancer of architecture.2 He admired industrial
products, and de Botton commented that “For Le Corbusier, true, great architecture –
meaning, architecture motivated by the quest for efficiency – was more likely to be found
in a 40,000-kilowatt electricity turbine or a low-pressure ventilating fan.(Figure 2)"3 They
thought that they perfectly resolved the conflict between form and function, but the Platonic
design concept made their design rigid and cold. The famous Chinese art critic Bao Pao
once criticized student designs of Tsinghua University in an open class. He said excitedly:
"The design of these two students has nothing to do with the emotional architecture! They
are students of Le Corbusier."4 Therefore, the impression modernism brings to people is
rational and non-emotional. However, the reality is much more complicated than people
suppose. In the following, I will demonstrate how modernism masks but does not eliminate
emotion.
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slope of the roof is determined by science, and the scale of the space is divided by ergonomic
size human engineering. Science provides people a sense of stability and conviction:
because of these "scientific" explanations, people will take for granted that their ideas are
beyond doubt. Consequently, modernism can unscrupulously dominate the architectural
world, but it is protected from overwhelming attacks and criticisms.

Example 1 —— Villa Savoye
As a masterpiece for implementing the ideal of "Excellent Architecture is a Practical
Machine", Villa Savoye is undoubtedly one of the most representative works of modernism.
From my perspective, it is more like a modernist monument or temple, instilling the "beauty"
which modernists advocated to the world. As a student mentioned in a recorded class at
Tsinhua University, Savoye Villa dramatically lengthens the route to the villa: people need
to step on a path, pass through a forest, and then enter the corridor of the villa(Figure 3).
After that, people will come to the back of the villa and enter the house(Figure 4). At last,
they need to pass a door frame with a sense of ritual. Through a series of spatial rhythms,
it helps the owners find their way home and awakens their "emotions" towards home
through "return".9 In addition, the central staircase designed by Le Corbusier for the Villa
Savoye does not simply bring people upstairs(Figure 5). He was trying to improve the soul
state of people.10 Unfortunately, Villa Savoye is not practical: its roof can't perform well
even in the most basic "rainproof" function, since the rainwater which was seeping through
the cracks made the Savoye family suffer from rheumatism. The airplanes, cars, and ships
that once excited readers in "Vers Une Architecture"11 have long been outdated. They have
entered a museum or junkyard, but Villa Savoye has not. It is still popular among different
generations of architects, but obviously not because of its practicality.
Figure 3: Entrance to Villa Savoye (rear side)

Figure 1: Renaissance (Florence Cathedral)

It not only enriches the level of space and light source, but also brings completely different
psychological feelings to visitors. In a way, the side window is an act of kindness to the
churchgoer. Consequently, Church of Light is simple and cold, but not lacking in emotion.

Figure 6: Church of Light (with side window)

Figure 7: Church of Light (without side window)

Discussion
When discussing the motif of emotional architecture in the context of modernism, I
came across a question worth thinking about: What is emotion? People will readily say
words like ‘anger,’ ‘hatred,’ ‘nostalgia,’ and so on. But what is non-emotion? Someone
may immediately answer indifference, but I think this is a misunderstanding. Indifference is
actually a kind of emotion. I think that the strict definition of non-emotion is the absence
of sense. The best space to define indifference, in my opinion, is a dormitory of uniform
size and shape(Figure 8). In this space, people are neither happy nor in pain. They have
no emotional expression, because the designers gave little consideration to the people
who would inhabit the space and never want to express something in this space. They just
want to add up the customized units like a factory production line to meet the functional
requirements. It is the industrial product that best fits Le Corbusier's description. So its
designers did nothing in this space. As an architect, the most terrible thing is to design a
building without any feeling, because it means that the architecture cannot show his passion
and ideals. Accordingly, no matter how the modernist architects admired industrialization,
their works still contained their aspirations and emotions.

Figure 2: A Low-pressure ventilating fan

Masking Emotion
However, can architecture really be defined only from an engineering perspective? de
Botton mentions that although we first associate the word "function" with refuges, we
are unlikely to have respect for a house that can only protect us from wind and rain.
In addition, the biggest difference between buildings and bridges or airplanes is that
bridges and airplanes must use specific materials and shapes. In other words, technology
limits engineers’ imagination about possible forms of their products. When it comes to
architecture, people's imagination does not need to be limited by technology because it
only needs to satisfy the relevant function. A house, whether it is a wooden structure or a
steel structure, can perform its duties equally well. As a result, it is impossible to determine
what our house should look like based on science and technology.5 Actually, the art and
beauty pursued by architects define architecture, and emotions are born in these beautiful
things.6
In fact, the architects of the modernist movement, like all their predecessors, also want their
houses to convey their ideals and emotions. It's just not about renaissance, ornamentalism.
Modernist architects did not turn a blind eye to the importance of architecture evoking
emotions; they just couldn't agree with the types of emotions conveyed by previous
architectural styles.7 Therefore, they put on the disguise of rationality and science. The
relationship between them and their works is still fundamentally romantic: they expect
architecture to support a way of life that appeals to them. They conceive architectures as
a stage setting for the actors to perform an idealized drama about contemporary living
conditions.8
But why does modernism put a "scientific" mask on their "emotions"? The fundamental
reason for their choice of this strategy is probably out of fear. Science and rationality are
justifications for the "beauty norms" pursued by modernist architects. They can say that the

Figure 4: Corridor and path (“return”)

Figure 5: The central staircase

Example 2 —— Church of Light
Tadao Ando’s Church of Light is efficient from the perspective of modernism. A simple
auditorium, with fair-faced concrete material without any local attributes. However,
Rasmussen once mentioned: "Light is of decisive importance in experiencing architecture."
Simply changing the position of the opening and size can make a room have a very different
spatial effect.12 Ando created a special light and shadow effect by opening a cross-shaped
hole in one of the walls of the church, making Christians have a sense of "God is coming". But
I think the side window on the right side(Figure 6) is also a wonderful design. It breaks the
solemnity brought by the left-right symmetry. Through the side window, the darkness in the
church is reduced a lot so that the sense of suffocation and oppression brought by the cross
light are weakened. If there were no side window(Figure 7), the endless darkness that causes
people to become depressed to the extreme would make people feel scared, like being
in hell. The sense of guilt and shame of the prayer is infinitely magnified in the depressed
space. The cross that symbolizes salvation seems to be an insurmountable distance from
the prayer. As a result, Church of Light without the side window is negative. In addition, the
light of the cross hole and the light of the side window are two completely different lights.
The front light is dazzling and strong, while the light of the side window is gradual and soft.

Figure 8: Student dormitory, Zhuhai College Of Jilin University

Bibliography
1. Alain de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture (Published in the United
States by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in
2006), Page 52-54
2. Alain de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 54
3. Alain de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 54
4. Alain de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 54-56
5. de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 66
6. de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 23
7. de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 60
8. de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 61
9. Tsinghua (master class) Emotive Architecture mid-term evaluation
https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1JE4113744
10. de Botton, The Happiness Of Architecture, Page 61
11. Le Corbusier, Vers Une Architecture, Dover Publications, New York, 1986,
1927, English; originally published 1923 in French Nonfiction, Architecture.
12. Steen Eiler Rasumussen, Experiencing Architecture, First M.I.T. Press
Paperback Edition, February, 1964, Second Paperback Printing, October,
1964. Page 187.

Figure 1: https://image.baidu.com/search/index?tn=baiduimage&ct=2013
26592&lm=1&cl=2&ie=gb18030&word=%B9%E2%D6%AE%BD%CC%CC%C3
&fr=ala&ala=1&alatpl=normal&pos=0
Figure 2: From Le Corbusier,The City of Tomorrow and Its Planning, 1925
Figure 3: https://image.baidu.com/search/index?tn=baiduimage&ct=2013
26592&lm=-1&cl=2&ie=gb18030&word=%C8%F8%B7%FC%D2%C1%B1%F0%
CA%FB%C4%F1%EE%AB%CD%BC&fr=ala&ala=1&alatpl=normal&pos=0
Figure 4: https://www.bilibili.com/video/av76464896/
Figure 5: https://www.archdaily.cn/cn/928616/adjing-dian-sa-fu-yi-bieshu-le-star-ke-bu-xi-ye/5037e68b28ba0d599b00035b-ad-classics-villasavoye-le-corbusier-image?next_project=no
Figure 6: https://image.baidu.com/search/index?tn=baiduimage&ct=2013
26592&lm=1&cl=2&ie=gb18030&word=%B9%E2%D6%AE%BD%CC%CC%C3
&fr=ala&ala=1&alatpl=normal&pos=0
Figure 7: https://image.baidu.com/search/index?tn=baiduimage&ct=2013
26592&lm=1&cl=2&ie=gb18030&word=%B9%E2%D6%AE%BD%CC%CC%C3
&fr=ala&ala=1&alatpl=normal&pos=0
Figure 8: made by Chen Yi

